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As China’s reform and opening up has been deepening and its economic 
development has been picking up speed, the fact that more and more foreigners have 
started learning Chinese has ushered in a new era of interest in Chinese. Now that 
dictionaries play an important part in language learning, a C-E dictionary for foreign 
learners will be an indispensable tool for foreign learners of Chinese. 
Chinese classifiers prove to be a big challenge for foreign learners, partly because 
classifiers are typical of Sino-Tibetan languages, and partly because classifiers are 
semantically complex. The truth is that foreign learners are very liable to make 
mistakes when learning Chinese classifiers. The present thesis makes an attempt to 
explore a better representation of classifier entries in C-E dictionaries for foreign 
learners from the perspective of cognitive semantics, which will certainly facilitate the 
understanding of classifiers and the acquisition of Chinese as a second language. 
The present thesis mainly takes the prototype theory as theoretical basis, and 
explores the principles and major motivations (metaphor and metonymy) of 
classifiers’ categorization by a great deal of examples. Then, in terms of definition, 
sense division, sense ordering and illustrative examples, the present thesis makes a 
comparative study of the individual classifier “zhang 张” and the collective classifier 
“fu 副” among the four selected C-E dictionaries for foreign learners. The result of the 
case study indicates that the present lexicographical treatments fail to reveal the 
semantic relations among senses of a classifier entry, which consequently goes against 
the construction of semantic network for the users. In this sense, it will be far from 
helping foreign learners understand the semantic complexity of Chinese classifiers 
that usually classify various nouns. 
On the basis of previous research findings, the present thesis offers some tentative 
suggestions to improve the representation of classifier entries with respect to the four 















suggestions are as follows: 
1. The method of “definition by prototype” is suggested here. That is, 
non-prototypical senses are accurately defined according to the attributes of the 
prototypical sense, in the way of explanation or description. 
2. Sense division should be based on the principles and motivations of classifiers’ 
categorization to avoid oversplitting and overlumping of senses. 
3. “Prototypical sense ordering” is suggested here. That is, a prototypical sense 
(core meaning) precedes non-prototypical senses that are ordered based on their 
closeness to the core sense. 
4. The selected illustrative examples should be prototypical enough to clarify each 
sense economically and accurately, and illustrative examples are suggested to be 
ordered in accordance with the principle “phrases before sentences and literal 
translation before free translation”. Additionally, the phrasal examples of a sense 
should be ordered according to the categorizing principles and motivations of 
classifiers so as to reveal semantic relations among them. 
The new representation of classifier entries in C-E dictionaries for foreign learners 
clearly reflects the significant semantic relations among senses, which not only 
facilitates the understanding of classifiers’ semantic features, but also paves the way 
to improve the entry representation of the other categories of Chinese language in C-E 
dictionaries for foreign learners. 
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